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Abstract 
In response to the continuous changes in Latin American higher education from transfer-
only knowledge towards the development of soft and specific skills, and the increasing demands 
for better-prepared professionals, the Learning Connected to the Organizational Environment 
method was introduced in the course of Marketing at the Faculty of Economics and Business of 
one public University in Chile. This was aimed as an integrated approach to education, providing 
pedagogical and social value by connecting organisations and real challenges with the learning 
objectives. This paper describes its design, implementation and initial impact on students’ 
learning process. Results on the impact of the Learning Connected to the Organizational 
Environment method show that students valued learning with this new initiative (n=158) and 
showed higher performance and improved quality of their written reports, along with higher 
evaluations of the teaching staff compared to students in the same course learning with 
traditional methods (n=158). Discussion is centred on the value of this initiative and on 
suggestions for transference and future research. 
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 Introduction  
 
Over the past decades Latin American higher education has experienced major changes, moving 
from a knowledge-acquisition focus towards the development of competencies that ensure 
students meet the skills and abilities demanded by the professional environment (Centro 
Nacional Tuning, 2004). These changes are partially explained by the increasing requirements 
from the productive sector and society, which demand better-prepared professionals. This has 
been of particular relevance for business and management education, where senior projects or 
capstone courses have increased in recent years aiming for students to work with real 
organisations and solve real professional problems (Heriot et al., 2008; Valenzuela & Jerez, 
2013) 
 As part of this trend, the Faculty of Business and Economics at one public University in 
Chile has progressively introduced experiential learning methods into the undergraduate 
curriculum. In this context, a recent initiative known as ‘Learning Connected to the 
Organisational Environment’ (LCOE) has been designed to bring Business Management students 
closer to real professional challenges.  
Consequently, the purpose of this study is to describe the design and implementation, and 
report the preliminary impact of the LCOE as an example of such student-centred and 
experiential learning approach. After two years of pilot testing, where the programme was not 
fully integrated and therefore represented elective workload (Valenzuela & Jerez, 2013), the 
LCOE was set to be the core learning activity in Marketing course. The aim of the LCOE 
initiative was to (1) improve students’ sense of ownership in their learning process, (2) enable 
the integration of knowledge and experiences so to face real organisational challenges, (3) 
 promote students’ early approach to the work world, (4) enhance the learning outcomes through 
the development of generic and specific skills (Raza et al., 2011; De Miguel Díaz, 2005), and (5) 
improve students’ satisfaction with the teaching on the aforementioned course.   
The paper is organised as follows. In the next section, the design and implementation of 
the LCOE is described, along with its theoretical framework based on experiential learning 
theory. Next, the hypotheses by which the impact of the LCOE was tested are presented. These 
were focused on students’ academic performance and the teaching evaluations, both of which 
were compared with a control or non-LCOE group. Additionally, the study set to assess the 
quality of students’ reports presented to the participating organisations and students’ satisfaction 
with the LCOE method. Afterwards, the methods applied to assess the impact of the LCOE are 
described. After presenting the findings, the final discussion is centred on what was learned from 
the project, offering several suggestions to those who seek to provide experiential learning 
education to business management students in similar contexts.     
 
Development and implementation of the LCOE 
 
The LCOE was designed in 2012, as an initiative to close the gap between business 
undergraduate education and the organisational environment responding to the university’s 
quality assurance approach, in which students’ graduate profile should be in line with the 
demands from the market and real organisations, and towards the enhancement of the linkage to 
the environment.  
 Three learning outcomes were designed for the course of Marketing, where the student 
was expected to: (1) diagnose an organisation’s position within the industry and its potential 
 short-to-middle and long-term sustainability, through model analyses that permitted the 
identification of critical success or failure factors for the organisation’s marketing challenges; (2) 
develop solutions through the analysis of critical success factors identified for the strategic 
organisation study, with the aim of determining which are the most efficient and viable solutions 
for the short-, medium, and long-term; (3) elaborate an strategic marketing plan considering the 
organisation’s short-, medium-, and long-term priorities to guide decision making rationale.   
Until then, however, business management students in the course of Marketing developed 
their projects based on fictitious data and had no connection to real organisations. In an effort to 
better prepare students for business management practice, the LCOE initiative was designed for 
students to learn from and for professional contexts, based on the benefits reported by the 
introduction of capstone courses in different areas of higher education (Davis & Comeau, 2004; 
Dutson et al., 1997). The LCOE was thought to provide an experiential learning activity in which 
the analytical knowledge gained from previous (and present) courses was joined with the 
practice of Business Management in a final, hands-on project. The LCOE and non-LCOE 
teaching and assessment approaches were identical, following the aforementioned learning 
outcomes, allowing a comparison between the two groups. The main difference was the real vs. 
simulated contact with organisations, i.e., fictitious data provided by lecturers. 
At the beginning of semester, the University’s Social Responsibility Unit invited several 
medium to large, public and private organisations to present their problems and challenges to 
students in the course of Marketing, which were related to the learning outcomes. Afterwards, 
students voluntarily chose two organisations they were interested to work with. The responsible 
teacher ensured that students were matched with the organisation and challenges they had 
chosen. Two teams of 5 to 6 students, known as student consultant teams (SCTs) were assigned 
 to one organisation. Each student was therefore a member of one SCT that worked on solutions 
for the problems presented by the designed organisation. Each SCT developed one proposal, 
which represented the students’ final report to be assessed in the Marketing course. The SCTs 
worked from the university premises, along with several visits to the organisations. Throughout 
the semester students learned through lectures and small group teaching, which informed the 
LCOE project. By the end of the semester the organisation representatives chose one of the two 
proposals. It was not uncommon that both proposals were chosen, complementing each other. 
Students received systematic follow-up and feedback during each of LCOE stages. Finally, there 
was a 360º assessment of the proposals, which was independent of being chosen or not by the 
organisation.  
The pedagogy underlying the LCOE is based on Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential 
learning, which represents one of the most widely accepted approaches to understanding action-
based individual learning, linking education, work, and personal development by creating 
knowledge through the transformation of experience. This learning method has been referred to 
as an effective way for students to acquire and integrate knowledge from different courses with 
their personal traits and attitudes to solve real organisational challenges confronting business, 
governmental, and non-profit organisations (Shea et al., 2013). Therefore, the LCOE method 
took into account different aspects that facilitate learning, such as peer interactions, safe learning 
climates, students’ commitment, and motivation (Orsini, Binnie & Wilson, 2016).  
What was not yet clear was the impact of the LCOE on the learning and teaching process. 
Consequently, four hypotheses were tested to measure its initial impact: 
- Hypothesis 1: Students improve their performance in an LCOE-based course compared 
to a non-LCOE course with traditional teaching methods.  
 - Hypothesis 2:  Faculty teaching evaluations improve in an LCOE-based course 
compared to a non-LCOE course with traditional teaching methods.  
- Hypothesis 3:  SCTs prepare high-quality reports in an LCOE-based course compared to 
a non-LCOE course with traditional teaching methods  
- Hypothesis 4: Students exhibit favourable perceptions of their learning and academic 
process in courses implementing the LCOE method.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Methods 
 
Sample 
 
The study was conducted between August and December 2014 at the Faculty of Economics and 
Business at one public university in Chile. The Faculty’s Research Ethics Committee reviewed 
and approved the study protocol. Students from all sections of the course of Marketing, applying 
the LCOE method, were invited to participate. This course corresponded to the fourth year of the 
Business Management curriculum. A randomly selected group of students that had taken the 
same course with the same faculty in a previous year, but without the LCOE method, were asked 
for permission to access their academic performance, teacher evaluations, and written reports. 
The final number of students invited from this non-LCOE group was designed to match the 
numbers of the LCOE students. Additionally, faculty staff participating in those courses, i.e., 
teachers and teaching assistants, were asked for access to their end-of-semester evaluations. 
All participation in the study was voluntary, with the option of withdrawing at any time 
with no consequences or explanations required, confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed. 
A written informed consent was obtained before collecting any data. 
 
 
Variables and data collection 
 
Performance was measured by comparing students’ grades in the course of Marketing for the 
LCOE and non-LCOE groups. In Chile, grading is based on a scale ranging from one (lowest) to 
seven (highest).  
 LCOE students completed the Faculty of Economics and Business teaching evaluation 
surveys to monitor their perception of the teaching quality, which was compared to the teaching 
evaluations from the non-LCOE group. This survey measures student perceptions of different 
aspects of the course on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from one (strongly disagree) to seven 
(strongly agree). Students’ grades and teaching evaluations were accessed through the Instructor 
Management System.  
To assess LCOE and non-LCOE students’ final written reports, the learning outcomes 
identified in the syllabus were used to design an evaluation rubric. Each rubric included five key 
dimensions (Core knowledge, diagnosis or analysis, proposal creation, proposal 
development/design and recommendations/conclusions) with a maximum score of four for each 
one (Beginner, in process, competent, advanced). Reports from the non-LCOE group were 
reassessed as part of the study using the new rubric. 
Finally, Students’ perception of the LCOE learning and academic experience was 
measured adapting the teaching and learning assessment scale for business education. This 
instrument measures students’ perceptions on 6 dimensions (teaching, learning environment, 
students’ commitment, monitoring of learning, development of generic competencies, and 
learning experience with organisations) distributed in 18 categories, with a total of 47 items on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from zero (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree). Previous 
research has reported the scale’s construct validity and internal consistency (ranging from 0.708 
to 0.828) (Olivares, Rodríguez, & Salguero, 2011; Valenzuela & Jerez, 2013). Sample items 
were: ‘The course method has allowed me to develop important skills, which are beyond the 
lecture contents’, ‘Working with real organisations was crucial to achieve the learning 
outcomes’, ‘The experience with the organisations made me visualise my future work 
 perspective’. Students answered this paper-based and self-administered survey towards the end 
of the semester. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
The software programme SPSS version 19.0 was used for our basic analyses. We computed 
descriptive statistics for all measures, and calculated the differences for the LCOE and non-
LCOE groups on their written reports, performance, and teaching evaluations. Cohen’s d 
measure for effect size was computed on the aforementioned differences. Additionally, a k-
means cluster analysis was conducted based on students’ grades to assess how the LCOE 
influenced these different subgroups’ performance.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Results 
 
The response rate of the LCOE student group was 87.7% (158/180), which included 63% 
males and 37% females. The mean age was 22.6 (SD 3.26). Consequently, 158 students from a 
previous year from the course of Marketing were randomly invited to participate as part of the 
non-LCOE group. All 22 teachers agreed to participate and granted access to their end-of-
semester evaluations. 
 
Students’ performance 
 
The mean performance score for the LCOE group was 5.38 (SD 0.43), whereas the non-
LCOE group performance mean was of 4.99 (SD 0.29). The higher performance scores from the 
LCOE group represented a large effect size (Cohen’s d= 1.06). This shows that the LCOE 
method had a strong influence on student’s academic performance, thus accepting hypothesis 1. 
Furthermore, the results obtained from the performance cluster analysis shown in Table 1 
indicate that all LCOE groups, from low to high performances, scored higher that the non-LCOE 
groups. The medium and high performance group differences represented small and small-to-
medium effect sizes, respectively. Interestingly, however, the medium-high, medium-low, and 
low performance group differences represented all medium effect sizes. In other words, the 
LCOE method proved to be of great benefit for lower-performance students. 
 
 
 
 Teachers’ evaluations 
 
 The mean evaluation score for the 22 Marketing course staff when teaching with 
traditional methods (i.e., non-LCOE) was of 5.03 (SD 1.56), however, when teaching the same 
course integrating the LCOE method their scores improved to a mean of 6.20 (SD 1.25). This 
difference represented a large effect size (Cohen’s d= 0.83) and provided support for hypothesis 
2. 
 
Quality of written reports 
 
As table 2 shows, all aspects assessed in the written report were higher in the LCOE group, 
hence accepting hypothesis 3. The project’s diagnosis/analysis, proposal creation and 
development/design, and recommendations/conclusions represented all large effect sizes, 
indicating a strong influence of the LCOE in student’s quality of written reports.  The one 
exception where the effect size was very small was referred to the item of core knowledge,  
 
Perceptions of the LCOE method 
 
Table 3 presents students’ perceptions of the learning process in the LCOE courses. Cronbach’s 
alpha scores of internal consistency ranged from 0.745 to 0.816. On the one hand, the 
dimensions with the highest scores were teaching, evaluation of the learning experience with the 
organisation, and learning environment. The teaching categories with the highest scores were 
instructors’ professional expertise, followed by instructors’ management of the teaching and 
 learning processes, and commitment to students. The learning environment categories receiving 
the highest student scores were active learning and development of relevant work-related skills.  
On the other hand, the lowest scores were exclusively student-related dimensions, such as 
perception and monitoring of learning, development of generic competencies, and student 
commitment. The categories with lowest scores corresponded to achievement and monitoring of 
learning outcomes, autonomous and responsible behavior and time management.  
From this data, it is apparent that the main focus of LCOE, i.e., enhancing the teaching 
quality, working with organisations, and providing a safe learning climate, were highly endorsed 
by the students. There is still, however, work to be done in order to improve students’ 
perceptions in key LCOE areas, such as self-regulated learning and the development of generic 
competencies. As such, hypothesis 4 was partially accepted. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
This study set out with the aim of describing the design and implementation of the LCOE 
method in a Marketing undergraduate course, and measuring its initial impact compared to the 
same course taught a with a non-LCOE and traditional lecture approach.  
Hypothesis 1 was accepted as LCOE students performed largely better than the non-
LCOE students. Moreover, one interesting finding was that the LCOE benefitted mostly lower-
performance students, indicating that this initiative has the potential to reduce the gap between 
higher- and lower-performing students.  
 Students’ evaluation of teachers was better in the LCOE than in the non-LCOE course, 
providing evidence to accept hypothesis 2. This is coherent with previous studies reporting that 
faculty who use active methods to involve students in the learning process produce higher 
educational outcomes (Ala-Vähäla & Saarinen, 2009; González & Wagenaar, 2005; De Miguel 
Díaz, 2005).  
Hypothesis 3 was accepted, as SCTs prepared higher-quality reports in the LCOE-based 
course than in the non-LCOE. It is interesting to note, however, that core knowledge represented 
a very small effect size. Thus, the LCOE and non-LCOE groups did not differ significantly in 
this aspect, which is reasonable as lectures and theoretical contents were taught similarly, and the 
mayor differences were showed in practical aspects were there was an influence of the real vs. 
simulated context.  
Finally, hypothesis 4 was partially accepted, as students’ perceived that the method 
contributed to the development of an effective teaching and learning environment, however, 
attributing greater importance to the teachers than to themselves. Therefore, it is important that 
future versions of the LCOE aim to transform students’ perspectives by emphasising their role 
and responsibility in the learning process. This is in agreement with previous literature, which 
has highlighted the importance of students adopting an active role in the learning process (Devlin 
& Samarawickrema, 2010; Marzano, 2007).  
 Although students reported favourable scores, especially in the dimension related to the 
experience of working with organisations, we detected room for improvement in the areas of 
student commitment and the development of generic competencies. These can be addressed by 
adding further practical activities, working closer with the organisations, and encouraging their 
autonomy.  
 These results, while preliminary, provide further support for the LCOE method as a 
useful learning strategy for facilitating learning and community connections in business and 
professional development courses. Moreover, it provides a model for integrating prior academic 
and professional knowledge with personal traits and attitudes (Perrenoud, 2005), and allows 
students to experience key aspects of professional performance, such as competition and 
teamwork. This competition may have the potential to improve learning outcomes by enabling 
students to develop viable and creative proposals linked to real organisational problems.  
The findings of this investigation complement those of earlier studies and add to a 
growing body of literature on the relevance of Experiential Learning Theory in business 
education (Dutson et al., 1997; Davis & Comeau, 2004).  This aims to provide students with the 
opportunity to integrate knowledge obtained from other and present courses during the 
development of applicable projects – and eventually develop practical skills and competencies.  
Taken together, the LCOE experience suggests several courses of action for faculty who 
might transfer this (or similar) learning methods to their settings. In first place, active teaching 
and learning methods should be considered as a core element of the course. This contributes to 
the development of technical and generic competencies and promotes the development of 
students’ interpersonal abilities (Devlin & Samarawickrema, 2010). Prominent active learning 
methods include different experiential learning strategies, such as clinical methods and service 
learning, and their main components are the experience and the learning process itself that 
ultimately benefits both students and external organisations (Kolb, 1984). 
In second place, student commitment should be highly encouraged by supporting 
persistence and willingness to participate in course activities to develop competencies and 
cognitive abilities (Marzano, 2007). In the LCOE method for instance, students adopted various 
 organisational and decision-making strategies to achieve the desired academic outcomes. Student 
commitment can be evaluated by class attendance and participation, involvement in course 
activities, and compliance with deadlines (Walton & Cohen, 2007).  
Finally, it is of key importance to consider students’ self-regulation and the teaching 
quality. Marzano, Pickering, and Heflebower (2011) claim that students should monitor their 
learning progress in terms of intrinsic factors, such as personal expectations, and extrinsic 
factors, such as the achievement of established goals. Students must also acknowledge their own 
responsibility for learning and the usefulness of what they have learned for future employment. 
This would enable them to better link theory with practice and identify challenges for their 
personal, educational, and professional development (Devlin & Samarawickrema, 2010). The 
quality of teaching refers to faculty’s pedagogic and personal activities that contribute to student 
learning and competency development, such as teachers’ professional expertise, management of 
learning activities, commitment towards students, and networks with social and professional 
contacts (Bain, 2006; Marzano et al., 2011). 
Limitations and Future directions  
 
Despite the relevant findings, the scope and generalisability of this study was limited by the 
small sample coming from one Marketing course in one Chilean University, however, this was 
designed as an exploratory study on the LCOE method, and therefore subsequent studies are 
thought to report the implementation of LCOE and related experiential methods in a larger scale 
and involving other Business Management courses. Since students’ perceptions of the teaching 
process were limited to quantitative methods and descriptive statistics, it was not possible to 
obtain students in-depth opinions about the LCOE. Notwithstanding, the initial impact of the 
 LCOE was not limited to students’ perceptions and was triangulated to evaluate the learning 
strategy from different sources. 
A challenge for future research is to evaluate the extent to which the LCOE affects other 
variables, such as developing criteria for higher-performing SCTs; incorporating the external 
organisations’ perceptions; ability to work with heterogeneous groups in diverse contexts and 
situations; the ability to act autonomously and responsibly in society; and the collection of 
qualitative data regarding students’ feedback to provide an all-encompassing result if 
experiential learning actually works in enhancing the students’ learning appreciation of the 
LCOE module. 
This preliminary evaluation of the LCOE method has helped to shed light on how 
experiential learning strategies can be systematically incorporated into Chilean business 
education by providing the necessary support so to bring students closer to the organisational 
work-world and promote real-life learning experiences.  
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